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Introduction

In 2007, the Council for the Curriculum, Examinations & Assessment (CCEA), a public
body of the Northern Ireland Department of Education, published a policy document titled
The Statutory Curriculum at Key Stage 3: Rationale and Detail (CCEA, 2007). This paper
will analyse this document to interpret the various educational, political, and economic

ideologies that are apparent influences of the text.

The document is primarily interpretive, designed to assist schools in Northern Ireland to
understand and meet the minimum Statutory Curriculum Requirements previously
published by the Department of Education in the 2006 and 2007 Orders (CCEA, 2007).
The audience for this document is the teachers and administration of any grant-aided

school that teaches Key Stage 3 (years 7 — 9).

The document has three main purposes:
1. Explain the values-base of the curriculum;
2. Describe how the various components fit together; and

3. Provide a coherent ‘big picture’ view of Key Stage 3.

Accordingly, it is more specific and detailed than the curriculum orders that preceded it,
but not as specific as the Area of Learning/subject specific guidance that is also published

on www.nicurriculum.org.uk (CCEA, 2007). This document will be most useful to school

administration and department heads, although other teachers will undoubtedly also find

it beneficial.

To adequately analyse this document, this paper will be organized in four sections: firstly,
a discussion of five educational theories, secondly an identification of each of these
theories in the document, thirdly a big-picture summation to identify any dominant
ideologies, and finally, an exploration of the political and economic context of the

document will be offered.



Five Theories

Learner Centred Education (LCE)

The central tenet of LCE is the focus on the learner as the primary driving force in the
process of education. LCE emphasizes the importance of autonomy, intrinsic motivation,
and interest-based learning. This leads to an inherent contradiction in the practice of LCE
within a standardized and prescriptive curriculum base which makes it virtually

impossible, to be truly and purely learner centred (Schweisfurth, 2013).

One of the primary critiques of LCE focuses on its perceived impracticality and
inefficiency. Any education system has limited resources which arguably should be
directed towards achieving the necessary goal of education for the good of society:
maximize performance metrics and prepare students for the workforce. Such a view
dismisses LCE as ‘fanciful’ and instead prizes the traditional top-down approach of
discipline, drilling, and examinations. Another criticism focuses on the lack of a concrete
definition of LCE since the term has been used describe a wide range of educational
movements and methods. It appears that this is unavoidable, as it seems difficult or even
counter-intuitive to collect the various beliefs and practices of such a diverse movement
whose only universal commonality is its liberal, self-determining nature (Schweisfurth,
2013).

LCE has been shown to be more widely accepted and better implemented in certain
socio-economic groups than others, calling into question its supposed universality.
Specifically, LCE does not work as well in working-class communities because 1) they
have more limited resources, and 2) they have more traditional values. Reactions to LCE,
a fundamentally liberal philosophy, are also often split along political lines. Predictably it
is well-received and implemented in liberal sections and met with resistance in
conservative sections of the population. It is not difficult to see how class, social, and
political conflict can hinder the implementation of LCE within any society (Schweisfurth,
2013).



Human Capital Theory

Human Capital Theory (HCT) stems from economics wherein education can be seen as
agood or, as in HCT, an investment made for future return. If it is an investment education
is governed by the same laws as any other form of capital and can be measured for return
on investment (ROI). This theory rests on several presuppositions, such as individuals
are self-motivated to learn, and they can make the best decisions for themselves (Little,
2003).

ROl in education been measured in various studies. The rate is higher for primary
education, private returns, and developing countries than for higher education, social
return, and developed countries (Little, 2003). This is consistent with the economic
principle of diminishing rates of return, whereby any good or investment returns less
benefit over time (Little, 2003).

HCT has been criticized for several reasons, such as the implicit ambiguity in education
itself: does education create human capital, or does it simply select for it? This is
impossible to truly measure, although it seems likely that it does both, in varying degrees.
There is also the question of metrics and using appropriate calculations to derive ROI.
HCT is focused on economic returns and does not capture the entirety of the value of
education, such as health, joy, and social bonds. It also operates in a fluctuating societal
context across institutions and fields such as economics, politics, and education. All these
factors complicate any attempt to draw a direct link between money spent on education
and economic returns, there are simply too many interdependent factors (Little, 2003).
Attempts to expand the conceptual model and include such things as indirect benefits or
behavioural traits in the calculation still left a significant unexplained variance in earnings
between individuals (Little, 2003, p. 443).



Social Efficiency/Engineering

The Social Efficiency Doctrine (SED) is believed to be directly influenced by the earlier
scientific management doctrine popularized by Frederick Taylor. Although this link
between the two theories is debated, the similarities between them are apparent. A
doctrine of social engineering, education is thought of as the process by which the
individual becomes moulded to predetermined societal expectations and needs (Fallace
& Fantozzi, 2013). This system values whatever the needs of the society dictate and may

discount other goals that individuals may have for themselves.

Such a doctrine is necessarily focused on goals such as workforce competitiveness,
economic returns, specialized curriculum, and efficiency. Education modelled thusly more
closely resembles a factory floor than a schoolhouse. This theory is of course naturally
opposed to LCE, which values above all else individual self-motivated learning based on
student interest and is also quite different from Liberal education theory (discussed below)
which advocates for a more holistic approach to curriculum content. SED has some
similarities with HCT: both value workforce competitiveness and economic returns
(Fallace & Fantozzi, 2013; Little, 2003). However, in HCT, the learner is granted more
agency as he/she is expected to pursue his/her own self-interest, while SED seems more

prescriptive and authoritarian.

Much of the criticism of this doctrine centres around how loosely defined it is. SED
terminology was historically used by many different people, across the policy and political
spectrum so there are many different interpretations of the doctrine, some even

contradictory (Fallace & Fantozzi, 2013).

Critical Pedagogy

Critical Pedagogy Theory (CPT) can be traced back to Freire’s 1996 book Pedagogy of
the Oppressed (lrwin, 2012). Highly politicized and revolutionary in its approach, CPT

conflates various principles into the field of education which are normally seen as



separate. Freire’s work was strongly influenced by Marxist theory. Both claim that western
society is fundamentally unjust, that the marginalized are systematically oppressed by the
elites in society, and that the solution to this problem is to be found in radical,
revolutionary, thought and action. CPT sees education as crucial to the creation of a more
just society as it is imperative to educate and equip students with the knowledge, skills,
and information to fight the inherent corruption in society. The primary goal of education
within this framework is conscientization, the process by which individuals can learn to

recognize social, political, and economic inequalities and act against them (Irwin, 2012).

A common critique of this educational theory is that it is overly concerned with political
issues at the expense of academic skills such as literacy (Irwin, 2012). Given its clear far-
left ideological positioning, as well as its anti-western and anti-capitalist leanings, it is fair
to question the validity of this theory as suitable for widespread application, especially in
the West. In examining this theory, one must consider whether the proper role of
education is to re-shape society, the revolutionary position, or simply to serve in the best
interests of society as it exists. The answer to this question will largely depend on the

thinker’s ideological leanings and moral beliefs.

Liberal Education

Liberal Education Theory (LET) is firmly placed in the Western tradition and can be traced
back to antiquity, to the trivium (grammar, logic, and rhetoric) and quadrivium (arithmetic,
astronomy, music, and geometry) of the Ancient Greeks. Known respectively as words
and numbers, these topics were considered crucial to communication between people
and understanding the surrounding world. Together they were seen as the path to

“liberating” the individual from their own limitations (Scott, 2014).

LET has persisted through the centuries to the present day and still forms the basis of
western education. Subject areas changed with the needs of society although the broad
categories of words and numbers remain. Globalization led to a concern with international

and multicultural education as necessary components of a liberal education. The modern



educated person is expected to be able to think critically, communicate precisely,
effectively engage with the global world, and have an appreciation for beauty and the arts
(Scott, 2014).

As the dominant ideology of the West throughout its history LET has plenty of critics,
which take issue with what they perceive as a culturally myopic attitude, apparent
patriarchal position, and overemphasis on cognitive development over emotional, social,
or spiritual. Arguably the strongest and most valid critique is that such an education is
implicitly elitist. Fundamentally this critique does not see the values of liberal education
as absolute or objectively desirable, rather as belonging to a particular class or culture
and imposed upon the common people as a method of oppression. The validity of this
critique is questionable as an argument for why those values are not universally desirable

does not seem to be readily apparent (Scott, 2014).

Analysis of the 5 theories in the policy document

The policy document incorporates several different educational theories to create a
coherent and widely applicable policy position, attempting to find an appropriate balance
between prescriptive curriculum and granting flexibility to educators, to foster the moral,
spiritual, and civic development of the individual, while also ensuring workforce
competitiveness. These goals are evident in the ‘Big Picture’ of the curriculum (pg. ii). The
curriculum objectives of personal, social, and economic development suggest that the
foundation of the policy is based on three theories of education, LET, LCE, and HCT.
Further on this page we find a list of cross-curricular skills broadly categorized as
communication, mathematics, and information and communications technology (ICT)
which we can simplify into the basic categories of words and numbers, further reinforcing
the influence of LET on this policy. This is congruent with the geopolitical and cultural
background of the document (CCEA, 2007).

In the methodology that is prescribed under ‘Learning Experiences’ we start to see the
influence of LCE. The learner’s experience should be based on investigation and enquiry,



specific to the individual, and ultimately relevant and enjoyable. This is further reinforced
in the section on Assessment where the document encourages an open teacher-student
relationship over an authoritative one, negotiated success criteria over prescriptive,
individual target setting, and finally self and peer assessment and evaluation (CCEA,
2007).

Table 1 (pg. 3) further details the objectives of the curriculum and the theories that have
informed it starting with section one, the individual. Here the aims of the curriculum are to
cultivate personal and interpersonal understanding, personal health, moral character, and
spiritual awareness. Under personal understanding the curriculum aims to create
independent, self-sufficient, and responsible individuals (CCEA, 2007). LCE also places
a higher value on independent students that shape their own learning and on the
emotional and social development of the individual than other theories which prioritize

cognitive skills or economic returns (Schweisfurth, 2013).

Under ‘mutual understanding’, it promotes cooperation, conflict resolution, and relational
and parenting skills. Some might see traces of the Social Efficiency Doctrine (SED) in this
section which is so focused on the social aspects. However, SED is more concerned with
concrete benefits, often measured by economic performance, than it is with the personal
development of the individual (Fallace & Fantozzi, 2013). If one is to presume that
personal development is a prerequisite of success, then it can and should be thought of
as compatible with SED. This is a question of motivation: are these goals pursued as a
means to an end, making this a plausible argument, or are they an end in themselves?
There is little evidence in the document these are a means to an end. The goals are stated

clearly as intrinsically valuable, in line LCE (Schweisfurth, 2013).

Table 1, Section 2, societal aims, introduces citizenship, cultural understanding, and
ethics. Here perhaps the influence of SED, which aspires to mould individuals into what
society needs, can be seen (Fallace & Fantozzi, 2013). Those needs are up to
interpretation, but this is as good a list as any. These goals are also compatible with LET

which sees education as the path to citizenship, and to some extent LCE which



emphasizes the agency of the learner, a crucial component of an active contributor to
society (Schweisfurth, 2013; Scott, 2014). What we notably do not see in this section is
the influence of CPT. Although they may share some theoretical goals such as the
creation of a just and ethical society, this document explicitly prescribes democratic

means which is in stark contrast to the revolutionary means of CPT.

The final section, economics, focuses on employability, economic awareness, and
sustainability. Both SED and HCT are concerned with economic returns and workforce
competitiveness, however they differ most obviously on the scale of authoritarianism.
SED necessitates a top-down approach as determined by the society (or state), HCT
prizes individual choice and self-determination (Fallace & Fantozzi, 2013; Little, 2003).
The inclusion in the text of language such as “being proactive and enterprising”, “balanced
and informed economic judgements”, “discerning and effective consumers”, and

“sustainable development” points to the influence of HCT (CCEA, 2007).

The rest of section 1 of the document is largely a more detailed breakdown of the core
concepts already discussed. In section 1.7_2, we see the authors’ rationale relating to
developing contributors to society. The key point under Citizenship is the focus on
promoting democratic practices in the school as preparation for the duties of citizenship.
Students are given a higher degree of agency in the classroom to make choices about
class activities or to influence positive change using democratic methods. In other words,
it is an attempt to make the experience of education more student led. Both LCE and LET
doctrines lend themselves well to these priorities (Schweisfurth, 2013; Scott, 2014). It can
also be seen as another repudiation of CPT, which favours revolutionary methods over

democratic ones (lrwin, 2012).

In section 1.7_3 we can see the effect of globalization on the document. There is an
assumed need for understanding of the socio-cultural and economic interdependence
that presents itself at all levels from the local to the global to compete in the workforce.
Students should also have a frame of reference that includes the past, present and future,

which is directly linked to sustainability. There are naturally economic rationales for many



of these points, but the deeper meaning seems to go beyond purely economics to a moral
duty to act properly in the world. This points again to LET which advocates developing
proper human beings who can effectively bring about positive change in the world (Scott,
2014).

In Section 1.8_2 we have a rationale for the inclusion of thinking skills and personal
capabilities in the curriculum. These are deemed to be essential to developing life-long
learners who operate effectively in society. The inclusion of life-long learning has ties to
both LET and CPT as Freire was demonstrably focused on adult education (Schweisfurth,
2013). However, the motivation behind the value seems to differ from Freire’s. There is
little to suggest the overt political and revolutionary principles that defined Freire’s works,
rather the document once again emphasizes developing well-balanced people that can
operate effectively in society and points us back to LET. We could say that the methods
and practices were influenced by Freire, as in adult education movements all over the

world, but the philosophical motivation is in line with LET (Scott, 2014).

Finally, in section 1.10 the concept of learning for life and work attempts to encapsulate
all those essential intangibles such as confidence, health, and personal development.
There are three distinct rationalizations offered for their inclusion: learner motivation,
employability, self-actualization, and citizenship. Here again we see the pervasive
influence of LET, although it is interwoven with LCE (e.g., learner motivation) and HCT
(e.g., employability) (Little, 2003; Schweisfurth, 2013; Scott, 2014).

Section 2 of the document, Statutory Requirements, draws our attention to the built-in
flexibility of the curriculum and requirements. By emphasizing flexibility, the document
promotes a more democratic, egalitarian view of education rather than an authoritative
view, which aligns well with LCE and is compatible with LET (Schweisfurth, 2013; Scott,
2014). In section 2.1, page 20, we see the various Areas of Learning laid out, such as the
typical literacy, numeracy, and the arts we would expect to see in LET. We also see
learning for life and work included as its own area, further reinforcing its importance to the

success of the pupil, and finally we have the interesting addition of Religious Education



developed by the four main churches (Christian) of Northern Ireland. The inclusion of this
Area suggests that proper education should go beyond words, numbers, or personal
wellbeing to include spiritual well-being. This aspect is compatible and has a long history

with LET which was historically developed largely in religious institutions (Scott, 2014).

Section 2.4, page 22, explicitly defines the educational theory that guided the progression
of the curriculum from primary level where the stated focus is child-centred learning. In
respect to Key Stage 3, the curriculum “takes on a more enquiry-based, problem-centred,
decision-making focus” which is a natural progression in LCE (CCEA, 2007). Section 2.5
addresses access to education and equality of opportunity, goals which require an
appreciation of the individualism of pupils, their different needs, wants, strengths, and
weaknesses, further reinforcing both LCE and the Liberal Theory (Schweisfurth, 2013;
Scott, 2014). Lastly in section 2.10 we have a deeper exploration of the skills intended as

the outcomes of the curriculum. These are:

Managing Information

Thinking, Problem-Solving and Decision-Making
Being Creative

Working with Others

Self-management

Throughout all these outcomes the successful pupil ought to be self-motivated,
competent, and well-adjusted both personally and socially. This is a clear argument for
the values and practices advocated in LET and LCE (Schweisfurth, 2013; Scott, 2014).

Balance of Ideologies

Broadly speaking, education policy has three main responsibilities: content, process, and
outcome. A useful lens to interpret the analysis of the various theories in the document.
The most dominant theory, LET, has left its marks all over these responsibilities. The bulk

of the content is numbers and figures, the process closely resembles a process of self-



actualization, and the outcome is the creation of well-adjusted citizens as contributors to
society. All fundamental concepts in LET (Scott, 2014). The analysis has also identified
several other influences of the text, the most apparent of which is LCE, which has largely
informed the process (Schweisfurth, 2013), followed by HCT, whose influence can be
seen in the intended outcomes (Little, 2003). There are traces of SED in the outcomes
as well, and traces of CPT in the process, although the ideological position of the
document largely rejects these theories. What we have here therefore is a policy which
is firmly rooted in the Western tradition of LET while attempting to incorporate the best
modern practices and adapt to an ever-changing and increasingly complex world (CCEA,
2007).

Broader political and economic contextualization

Politics is so often a relative field, so contextualization is helpful. The policy document
comes from Northern Ireland, a constituent country of the United Kingdom. Therefore, the
western political lens is necessary, as the U.K. is in many ways an exemplar of the West.
The U.K. can also be said to be more conservative and traditional, placing it further on
the right, in comparison to mainland Europe. However, it is arguably left of American
politics, which are largely perceived as among the most conservative and capitalist in the
West. This middle of the road approach is reflected in the policy, which largely rests on
LET as its historical heritage, a conservative position, while simultaneously adapting itself
to the modern world in a similar fashion to Neoliberalism (Britannica Academic,
Neoliberalism, 2021). Given the political history of Neoliberalism in the U.K., it can easily
be argued that the modern conservative bears a striking resemblance to the neoliberalist
of the late 20th Century, so this combination is hardly surprising. Another influence of
conservatism is the inclusion of morality and ethics, personal responsibility, and agency,
and religious or spiritual education. The traditional conservative places the responsibility
of the moral development of individuals on churches, schools, and families (Britannica

Academic, Conservatism, 2021).



Economically, the document has been influenced by several organizations and broader
policy positions such as the World Bank, WTO, OECD, and the EU, as well as by the
effects of globalization and the Knowledge Economy movement (Ball, 2013; David &
Foray, 2003; Rizvi et al., 2009). One of the three fundamental pillars of the policy is
economic, reflecting the work done by those supranational bodies to link education policy
with economic development. These supranational bodies have a reciprocal relationship
with the process of globalization, being both products and accelerators of it. This is
reflected in the policy which emphasizes preparing young people to operate in the
globalized world both economically (via employability and consumerism) and socio-
culturally (via cultural understanding). Integration of sustainability into the economic goals
of the policy is also reflective of globalization and the work of those bodies to marshal
international cooperation on sustainable development (Ball, 2013; Rizvi et al., 2009).
Lastly, the policy considers developing skills and capabilities as its integral goal. We can
safely say therefore that the authors subscribe to the idea of a Knowledge Economy (Ball,
2013; David & Foray, 2003).

Author’s final remarks

When reading policy analysis it is important to consider the biases that the author may
hold as a result of their unique background and ideological leanings. This individual
perspective may be beneficial to the analysis by providing unique insight, however it can
also lead to blind spots and prejudiced analysis. For the benefit of the reader, the author
of this paper is an Eastern European National, educated in North America in the Western
Liberal tradition, and identifies as centre-right politically. As a working teacher the author
has been trained in predominantly LCE style teaching methods. Finally the author has a
background in business and capitalism and belongs to the Christian faith. This
background was very likely a contributing factor in the interpretation of the document
although all best efforts were made towards obijectivity. It is up to the reader to draw their

own conclusions and interpret this paper critically.
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